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In this paper I concentrate on the evidence of a single pavement: a fourth-century floor found near Frampton in Dorset. This find has already been the subject of several previous studies inspired by its striking combination of pagan and Christian elements.9 The suggestion that I wish to make here is that these images were contrived to make a series of allegorical statements about the nature and destiny of the mortal soul, drawing intelligently on ideas that can best be described as Gnosticio and Orphic.11
These ideas are complicated, and cannot be given full justice in a brief paper such as this. Since, however, my argument assumes some understanding of the cosmographies involved, these demand brief introduction.12 Orphism was a mystery religion of ancient Greece, derived in part from the worship of Dionysus, that recognised the existence of a supreme being. Gnosticism was a religious movement characterised by a belief that the knowledge of spiritual truths, or gnosis, made it possible for man to escape the prison of mortal flesh and become one with God. The dualistic beliefs that characterised both Orphic and Gnostic worship were based on the idea that the human spirit was a spark of the divine trapped in the hostile matter of mundane existence. This imprisonment was the consequence of an act of creation in which the god that had made the known universe was himself the product of earlier acts of creation emanating from the Supreme Being. This god of mortal creation, known as the demiurge in Platonic and Gnostic philosophy, was not necessarily a benign power. Ritual worship was concerned with the revelation of the secrets that illuminated a path to redemption and salvation involving an escape from mortal matter. These are subjects that I will return to in somewhat more detail after first describing the archaeological evidence from which my conclusions are drawn.
In this paper I furthermore suggest that these allegorical statements about the nature of the human soul were used to create a space that could be used for the celebration of the Eucharist, in an elaboration of the domestic rituals of Roman dining practice.
In addition to the iconography of the pavements at Frampton, there are several other strands of evidence that can be used to support these suggestions. Important sources of evidence include the iconography of pavements from other Romano-British sites, the architecture of the buildings within which they were housed, and the decoration of silverware found in late hoards. These other sources, which will be described in a little more detail below, imply that the people who commissioned the pavements at Frampton were not alone in their concerns and beliefs. The evidence suggests a heterodoxy of Christian belief in fourth-century Roman Britain.
My conclusion, that we can recognise Gnostic and other ideas from the evidence of mosaics, has a series of implications that go far beyond the particular subject of this paper. In the first place it allows us to make more ambitious use of such archaeological evidence in the study of the diffusion and evolution of late antique ideologies. Regional diversity in the nature of the images deployed in private houses reflects emerging differences in the cosmographies favoured by dlite society. There is also scope to establish a better dialogue between the evidence of text and image in the study of belief systems.
One feature suggested by the Romano-British evidence is a surprisingly close affinity between Orphic-Bacchic and Christian-Gnostic ideas, illustrating some very Hellenised interpretations of the Christian message. Furthermore, the archaeological identification of diverging provincial approaches to the interpretation of Christianity has an important bearing on the political developments of the time. Any declaration and suppression of heretical belief in fourth-century Britain is likely to have taken a heavy toll on the coherence of l1ite society. There is a distinct possibility that theological arguments played a part in the processes that separated Britain from Rome.
Before expanding on these arguments, it is first necessary to turn to the evidence on which they can be built. The first part of this paper will, therefore, offer a detailed description of the Frampton mosaics, supported by some suggestions as to the iconographic significance of the images employed.
THE FRAMPTON MOSAICS
The mosaics near Frampton were first uncovered and drawn in April 1794.13 Samuel Lysons undertook more extensive excavations in 1796. In both cases the investigations were exclusively concerned with rooms containing mosaic pavements and no other archaeological remains were recorded.14 More recent attempts to study the site have added little to our understanding of its archaeology. According to a letter written in 1924 investigations that took place in 1903 failed to find any surviving traces of the mosaics.15 Local tradition encouraged the conclusion that the pavements had been destroyed by troops that had passed through the district on their way to Plymouth in 1854-5. Subsequent exploratory works have revealed additional traces of wall foundations, and suggest that the site is not entirely destroyed, but the results of these investigations were poorly documented and add little information.16 As a consequence the discussion that follows relies almost exclusively on the handsome coloured drawings published by Lysons, and we are fortunate in the accuracy of his draughtsmanship (as confirmed by the precision of his recording of other mosaic floors which have survived).
The mosaics were executed in a lively and confident schematic style, using a palette of four colours (red, black, blue, and yellow) against a white background, with some outer borders executed in buff. There were no significant stylistic differences between the various pavements found at this site and it is likely that they were all laid at the same time.
The site where the mosaics were found lies about 9 km (51/2 miles) north-west of the Roman town at Dorchester (Durnovaria), on an artificial terrace above water meadows overlooking a bend of the river Frome. Despite speculation that this may have been some form of cult site, based chiefly on the lack of evidence for subsidiary buildings and in part on its unusually low-lying location, the configuration of remains recorded by Lysons suggests that this was a villa set out over at least two principal ranges.
The main wing of the house was set behind an east-facing portico, represented by a corridor mosaic with a geometric pattern (FIG. 1) Two more mosaics, showing Bacchus and Venus, were found within a bipartite room in a separate wing of the house to the south-east. This too had been approached by means of a corridor-portico, the floor of which had been decorated with a black and white geometrical pattern.
These pavements belong to a regional tradition of mosaics common to a number of villas in the area around Dorchester. Mosaics in this group were characterised by mythological and hunting scenes and shared some common approaches to the treatment of decorative detail.19 The closest parallels to the Frampton mosaics are found at Hinton St Mary.20 Several elements of the overall layout, the design of the borders, and the treatment of foliage and ivy-leaf scrolls are so similar that there can be little doubt that the same craftsmen were engaged on both projects. The floors at Hinton St Mary also drew on a very similar range of pagan and Christian motifs, where the main focus of the pavement was provided by the bust of a beardless male figure identified as Christ by the chi-rho nimbus behind his head.21
These designs were almost certainly executed around the middle of the fourth century (or were improbably faithful copies of originals designed in this period). Although no independent dating evidence was obtained from the investigations at Frampton, two features can be used to suggest a date for the pavement at Hinton St Mary. The figure of Christ has a hairstyle closely paralleled in the coinage of the earlier part of the reign of Constantius II, and Reece has argued that the model for this can be dated within a period ten years either side of A.D. 345 Christianisation of pagan subjects,25 or the essential paganism of a lightly held Christianity.26 In the former view the 'Christian floors can hardly have belonged to anything but chapels or house churches', in the latter 'the chi-rho may have been chosen simply because it was the Emperor's standard and therefore a powerful amulet'. In either case the prominence given to a Christian symbol in such a pagan setting might, at first appearance, suggest a lack of intellectual coherence. There were, of course, many other instances where pagan and Christian images were similarly juxtaposed. This was particularly the case with elements drawn from Orphic-Bacchic iconography, and some of the evidence for this will be discussed further below. The Christian interpretation of pagan figures reflected a general tendency within late antique art to draw on images received from earlier classical antiquity and give them fresh meanings by deploying them in new contexts and combinations.27 Syncretism had in any case characterised earlier religious developments, and was evident in the approach to Christianity adopted by its first imperial patrons.28 Notwithstanding such evidence, it remains the case that the Frampton images do not sit comfortably with fourthcentury Christian orthodoxy. Dunbabin makes the telling point that the references to Neptune and Cupid would not normally have been acceptable in a Christian cult building.29 She observes that the Hinton St Mary and Frampton mosaics demonstrate a symbiosis of pagan and Christian elements that might cover a multitude of personal interpretations, and concludes that the debate over their significance is unlikely to be settled. This is perhaps true, but only up to a point. It is fair to say that a full reading of the meaning of these mosaics will always depend on a degree of speculation, but such readings can usefully be informed by late antique texts. These sources establish a context for the appreciation of this art: an intellectual framework that gave meaning to the iconographic vocabulary deployed. For instance the anti-heretical writings of early Christian sources and the philosophical contemplations of their contemporaries describe at length how some Christian heretics exploited pagan ideas and images in building their cosmographic interpretations.30 The allegorical mosaics found throughout the Roman world were undoubtedly intended to represent ideas, and this was a period when most ideas were framed in theological terms.31 The allegorical interpretation of mythological texts was firmly rooted in the Greek philosophy of Late Antiquity and a particular feature of Neoplatonist thinking.32 Philo of Alexandria has been credited with bringing such approaches into the service of religion in the course of the first century.33 The system of scriptural allegory evolved in his school subsequently served as a model for the first Christian fathers.
These writings, and the established symbolism of pagan mythology, provide a context for the elucidation of some of the ideas that influenced the design of late antique pavements. Eloquent classical images, even from such a remote corner of empire as the Dorset countryside, are more 25 Black 1986 If life after death is the subject, then we should assume that the treatment of the subject followed the particular belief systems and cosmological understandings of those who commissioned the work. The exercise of an eclectic approach to the use of iconography does not imply that the individual components were somehow less well understood or more casually deployed. It serves as a reminder of the richness of the allegorical vocabulary available at the time. The existence of this larger vocabulary is itself a token of the complexity of the concepts being expressed, and this adds to the burden of meaning that we can expect to find carried by iconographic choice.
If the mosaics at Frampton reflected on a coherent and informed understanding of the religious ideas of the day, and represented a decided position with regard to the relationship between Christian and pagan philosophies, then they are unlikely to have escaped the influence of Gnostic arguments. Several schools of Gnostic Christians were known to draw on pagan themes and images in presenting their ideas. Indeed one of the chief purposes of the anti-heretical writings of Hippolytus was to show how the different Gnostic sects had based their speculations on heathen philosophies and tolerated the worship of heathen gods, and at several points he describes how pagan themes were pressed into service as Gnostic allegories.36 Modern scholarship has illustrated how this partisan account fails to grasp the complexity of the origins of Gnostic thought, but the ancient sources suggest a context in which it would have been perfectly sensible and entirely coherent to present images of Bellerophon and Bacchus alongside the symbols of Christ. There are several other features of the Frampton pavements that lend support to this hypothesis. These include both the emphasis on Orphic-Bacchic themes and the dualistic nature of the arguments expressed.37 Evidence for this can be obtained by looking in closer detail at the significance and structure of the mosaics themselves and this, therefore, is where our attention must now turn.
ICONOGRAPHIC READINGS
The most elaborate and informative of the Frampton mosaics were those found within the larger tri-partite room at the southern end of the main portico-corridor (FIG. 2) The portrayal of Bellerophon can simply be viewed as a heroic quest involving the victory of good over evil, but it also involves a series of more subtle references. The monster -with its lion's front, goat's middle and snake's tail -was spawned by Typhoeus and was therefore heir to the conflict between the Olympians and Titans. In Orphic cosmographies it was the Titans who destroyed and consumed the infant Bacchus, and it was from the ashes of their destruction that the human race was created.47 In this way humanity came to preserve a divine spark within hostile matter. So the slaying of this beast can be seen as part of the ongoing contest between the divine and mortal aspects of material existence. The nature of Pegasus is even more suggestive. This steed was the immortal offspring of Neptune and Medusa, born at the source of Ocean. Pegasuslike the hippocamp emerging from seas, the flight of the dolphin, and the birth of Venus -offered a powerful symbol of the contrast between earthbound sea and the flight of immortal soul. This particular antithesis, described in a variety of different ways in the other images found in this room, was one of the most important features of the mosaics at Frampton.
This subject also has sexual undertones, as do several other images chosen here.48 Bellerophon's quest came about because he had rejected the advances of Queen Sthenoboea, the wife of King Proetus, and was the victim of false accusation. His battle against the Chimaera was both punishment and atonement.
Bellerophon's ability to tame Pegasus and fly to victory over the Chimaera suggests salvation. Corrupt matter was vanquished by this perfect alliance of human virtue and divine ascendance. The subsequent history of this heroic alliance also deserves attention. Bellerophon was destined to fail in his attempt to fly Pegasus onwards to heaven and he spent the rest of his mortal life wandering the earth. Pegasus, however, reached this higher goal and found his place on Mount Olympus. This, then, was a cautionary tale with a moral. The defeat of the Chimaera occupied the middle part of the story, not its end. Figurative scenes occupied the corners of the chamber. Two of these were viewed from the chord of the apse, with the other pair facing in the opposite direction. One of the scenes showed a diademed goddess, with a torch pointing down -the symbol of death -and a reclining youth, either dead or asleep. This might have been intended as Selene with Endymion, but it is more probable that the youth was Adonis and the goddess Venus.52 In another panel a male figure was shown seated on a rock wearing a Phrygian cap, tunic and trousers and holding a staff and panpipe. The man was shown looking at a standing female figure. The male figure has generally been identified as Attis, the consort of the mother-goddess Cybele. In which case the female figure is probably the nymph Sagaritis with whom he fell in love. Alternatively, but less convincingly, the scene might illustrate Paris and Oenone.53 The stories of both Adonis and Attis described human mortality in the context of the soul's subordination to its sexuality. These scenes also testify to the relationship between man and god, and to the divine regenerative powers of the mother-goddess.54 Hippolytus describes how these particular contrasts were exploited in Gnostic allegory,55 which usage probably derived from Orphic antecedents, as discussed further below.
The third panel showed a seated female, fully draped but with bare feet and holding a long staff. A smaller figure, of which only the bare feet had survived later damage, stood to one side. Henig has suggested that this might illustrate the children of Jason and Medea bringing poisoned gifts to Creusa.56 The smaller figure might alternatively have been a Cupid, in which case the female figure might be identified with Venus. There are arrangements showing Venus and Cupid found in mosaics illustrating Aion that provide some parallels for this configuration.57 The fourth panel did not survive.
A series of four D-shaped panels set between these four mythological scenes had been destroyed before Lysons made his drawings, although a fish-tail and head can tentatively be made out in one surviving fragment. This suggests that the missing panels featured aquatic motifs. These were perhaps references to matter, the corporeal nature of human existence within which the spirit had been trapped, and were deployed to provide a contrast to the references to the soul found in the four figurative panels described above.
Rosettes were used to fill the gaps between the different scenes. Like the pomegranates featured 49 In Bacchic iconography the swimming dolphin symbolised the journey of the human soul, and for this reason dolphins were often shown on sarcophagi.63 This usage was later also adopted by the Christian Church and even occurs on Pictish stones. Dolphins were commonly shown on Romano-British mosaics, especially in association with canthari.64 This particular association derived from Bacchic usage. If the human soul was intended here, as seems probable, then it is shown voyaging between Neptune and Cupid. The verse places these two immortals in contrast, with Neptune at the source of the soul's existence but Cupid, the more potent of the two, as its destiny. This therefore appears to be an allegorical reference to the ascent of the human soul. To the authors of the mosaic, the sea (Neptune) may have represented the bounds of dark matter from which life was fashioned. The wind was instead identified with the genesis of the human soul, which was at risk of being drawn down by the vortex of mortal forces.65 This brings to mind a Gnostic prayer, quoted by Hippolytus, where the soul was described as being 'encircled ... within aqueous form'. This particular antithesis, the victory of Cupid over Neptune, perhaps represented the desired victory of soaring hermaphroditic spirit over mortality.66
Finally our attention can turn to the decoration of the apse, the innermost part of this room. The floors here, like those of the main chamber, were designed to be viewed from the chord of the apse. The chi-rho, the main feature that suggests a Christian component to the soteriological interpretations proposed in the design of the Frampton pavements, occupied this focal point. This symbol was placed directly opposite the mask of Neptune. It formed the central medallion in an 58 Ferguson 1970 He describes the whirling eddies of water that could draw the soul down into matter or lift it up towards the spark of divine life in his attempt to summarise the dualistic beliefs of the Sethians. This analogy was also found in the Paraphrase of Shem, one of the texts found at Nag Hammadi (Codex VII 1,1.32-2.5), which described the soul trapped in matter as akin to wind in waters.
66 There are parallels for this imagery in the writing of Hippolytus, Refutation of all Heresies 5.9, who describes hermaphroditic Eros as representing the innocent soul in Gnostic thinking. ivy-leaf scroll that formed a series of six further circular motifs. Since the chi-rho monogram was a Christianised version of the solar symbol, it is just possible that these seven spheres hinted at the planetary bodies recognised in ancient cosmographies: a reminder of the cosmos through which the soul must pass in ascending to the seventh heaven.
One of the most important clues to our understanding of the way in which the mosaics at Frampton may have been used is given by the large cantharus that occupied the place of honour at the centre of the apse. The apse itself was a powerful architectural feature. It represented a gateway to some other place, a sacred frame located beneath a heavenly dome.67 This was an important place within the decorative scheme.
The cantharus was essentially a symbol of conviviality: the chalice where wine and water could be mixed as the host entertained his guests.68 In the Greek tradition unmixed wine was a dangerous substance akin to fire, and very much the property of the gods. This quest was of a particular type based, it would appear, on dualistic belief. Such concepts were expressed in a series of antithetical contrasts. The most important of these were those drawn between ethereal spirit (Pegasus-Cupid) and the chains of matter (as represented in references to Neptune and the oceans). Other significant contrasts included those drawn between gods and mortals, and between the sexes. This dualistic message was reinforced and made specific to Christian teaching by the placement of the chi-rho facing the mask of Neptune at the focal point of the room. This is the feature that best establishes the Gnostic identity of the rituals conducted here. A key element of Gnostic and Orphic worship was the concept that the spirit was held captive in hostile matter, and that salvation involved liberating the soul from mortal chains. This salvation was the accomplishment of a higher mystical knowledge (gnosis). Followers of the cult had to master secrets and sacraments that revealed to them the soul's way out of the world, opening a path through the different spheres of existence.80 The arrangement of the mosaics here, in which a proper understanding of the overall scheme can only be appreciated from the privileged location at the chord of the apse, presents a suitable hierarchy of revelation.
The tripartite nature of the decorative scheme deserves further attention. Several Gnostic sects acknowledged three primal principles.81 In his description of this tripartite division of the Gnostic universe, Hippolytus recounts how the human spirit was caught between a darkness below, sometimes described as a formidable water, and a light above. This spirit was conceived of as a luminous spark of divinity that had been caught and trapped in matter by the violence of wind on water.82 This awareness of the 'three-in-oneness' of existence, which borrowed from Orphic ideas, inspired the use of antithetical contrasts as a means of achieving the ideal of synthesis. This synthesis was ritualised in the mixing of water and wine in the Eucharist, a miracle of transubstantiation that could only be achieved by passing through Christ.
The division of space at Frampton might therefore be read as an attempt to represent this division of existence into its three essential components (FIG. 3) . Different Gnostic cosmographies provide somewhat different descriptions of how these three elements should be conceived. In the Valentinian doctrines of Ptolemy described by Irenaeus, for example, differences can be defined between matter, soul, and spirit (pneuma).83 In this cosmographic representation the human race 77 Perring 2003 . 78 It would have been easy to arrange this room axially, with a terminal apse placed opposite a central entrance. This is the more normal arrangement in domestic reception rooms. The room was instead designed in such a way that three separate lines of sight and movement were required to take the visitor from the entrance to the apse. 79 e.g. Bacchus, Pegasus and Bellorophon, Adonis, Attis, the dolphins, the vine-leaf scrolls, the chi-rho, and the cantharus. took its soul from the demiurge (the known god responsible for the creation of the world) and its flesh from matter. The spirit, the perfect state of existence to which body and soul aspired, instead derived from a female generative power, although in other contexts the spirit was seen as the hermaphroditic product of reconciliation between the division of sexes. There is no particular reason to identify the Frampton pavements as Valentinian, indeed many features of Valentinian theology find no representation here, but it is possible that the dialectic expressed here built on these conceptual distinctions. If this were the case, the antechamber can best be identified as the place of the soul at its beginning, ruled over by the demiurgic god of creation, here personified as Bacchus. The main room was instead the place of matter and was dedicated to the captive mortal soul in its current state, seeking release. The third space of the apse was reserved for the spirit and for the elect who, through their knowledge (gnosis) of Christ and the celebration of his secret rites, had achieved the necessary synthesis of sensual and material (the Gnostic pneumatic). This spatial dialectic is also described in the ritual of the Eucharist, where wine and water become one. It is possible to equate the outer room with the divine potency of wine and unreason (Bacchus), the main chamber with the mortal substance of water (Neptune), and the apse with their mixing in achieving the alchemic synthesis represented by the Holy Spirit (cantharus).84 This proposed reconstruction establishes a clear narrative, with the first chamber representing mankind's origins in divine creation, the second referring to the present state of imperfect existence within the shadow of death, and the third looking forward to eventual redemption and release.
The spatial hierarchy both reflects on and lends itself to the rituals that attended the Eucharist. As Peter Brown has observed, 'access to the Eucharist involved a series of visible acts of separation and adhesion'.85 The rituals assumed a hierarchy in which the bishops and clergy came first, ahead of the faithful (segregated according to their state of grace), and those uninitiated. The division of these rooms into different chambers, separated one from the other by arches where curtains are likely to have hung, would have facilitated the separation of the clergy in the apse, from initiates within the main room, and catechumens in the antechamber.86
The Eucharist itself was but a means of representing an even more profound truth. It has been described as a mythic ritualisation of the cycle of life, death, resurrection, and ascension, where earthly substances were transmuted into divine ones and people were similarly transformed.87 The mosaics may, therefore, have described the path to eternal life, and these rooms represented the ultimate ascent of privilege. It is reasonable to conclude that the goal of the quest described on the floor of the villa at Frampton was symbolised by the Eucharistic chalice, which here took on the attributes of a holy grail. Eternal life -the release of spirit -was the reward of this synthesis between soul and matter, divine and mortal, wine and water.
THE OTHER PAVEMENTS AT FRAMPTON
So far this paper has concentrated on the evidence of only one of the groups of mosaics found at Frampton. This leaves open the question as to whether any of the other pavements here were designed with aspects of Gnostic-Christian ritual in mind. Just as the main room lends itself to a dialectical interpretation, so it is possible to suggest that the whole house incorporated such distinctions. The fact that three separate areas were decorated with figurative mosaics might point in this direction. It is unfortunate that we know so little of the plan of the buildings, and cannot therefore reconstruct the architectural context within which these decorated spaces functioned. Parallels can, however, be drawn with other sites. Several Romano-British villas were designed with three main reception areas, involving a bath-house located at one end of the house (usually the northern or western end), a central audience chamber, and a reception room with a southerly or easterly aspect at the other end of the house.88 This tripartite division of reception space can therefore be explained in functional terms but it also lent itself admirably to the needs of Gnostic ritual. In the Gospel of Philip, one of the tractates found at Nag Hammadi, different rituals are alluded to in the context of the sacred architecture of Jerusalem.89 According to this text the sanctuary at Jerusalem included three buildings: that to the west was for baptism ('The Holy'), that to the south served the rites of redemption ('The Holy of Holy'), and that to the east was the place of the bridal chamber ('The Holy of the Holies').
If Gnostics had worshiped at Frampton, then their rituals would have included baptism, the celebration of the Eucharist, and perhaps the ceremony of the bridal chamber.90 It is, therefore, legitimate to look for evidence of such uses in the architecture and iconography of the site. The most obvious place to locate the rites of baptism would be in a bath-house. Just as dining-rooms could be reconfigured to provide a setting for the celebration of the Eucharist, so plunge baths were easy to convert to the needs of baptism.91 Elsewhere I have speculated that the monumental fourth-century cold plunge baths added to the villas at Lufton and Dewlish might have been given this unusual architectural emphasis because of their use as baptisteries.92 The octagonal form of these cold baths is particularly suggestive, given the significance attached to octagonal church baptisteries.93 The inspiration for baptisteries of this type is likely to have derived from funerary architecture, since the baptistery was a place where the old life gave way to the new in a ritual death leading to re-birth in Christ. According to St Ambrose the octagonal form symbolised the resurrection that took place on the eighth day. It therefore made sense to draw on the architecture of mortality in the location and design of such rooms.
As we have already mentioned, baths were usually located at the northern and western sides of the house. This practice was undoubtedly influenced by the fact that such rooms had little need of daylight. A place at the setting of the sun was, however, also appropriate for ritualised death. In the early baptismal rite candidates are reported to have faced west to renounce the devil and turned east to give themselves to Christ.94
Although no baths were found in the villa at Frampton, the room at the north-west end of the house was appropriately located for use in the baptism or annointment of converts to the faith. This association with both mortality and the waters of ritual ablution would have been reinforced by the images here, which focused on aquatic themes. The central bust illustrated Neptune. This was surrounded by heads of four Nereids, or winds, and panels containing dolphins (FIG. 4) . Borders of stylised waves were placed to the top and bottom of the pavement. The aquatic emphasis was reinforced by the use of light blue tesserae to form the surround, in place of the white/buff tesserae that framed all of the other mosaics at Frampton. The treasure included a series of silver spoons. Two of these were decorated with confident Bacchic designs: one showed a Triton, dolphin, and rosette; another showed the panther. But other spoons in this treasure were illustrated with motifs that appear Christian. These included fishes and palms, and an inscription 'silviola vivas' which was followed by a Greek cross.122 Some of the names of the celebrants found engraved on individual items are also of Christian type. The argument over whether this was a pagan or Christian treasure, or an odd amalgam of the two, is resolved if it is seen to represent a coherently Gnostic assemblage drawing on the same intellectual traditions represented in the mosaics that have been described above.
These silver hoards were dominated by objects designed for use in religious ritual and especially by items of a type that might be used in the celebration of the Eucharist.123 In addition to the vessels, cups, and plates used in the celebration of the mass, strainers could be used to separate the bread from the wine, and decorated spoons were used to administer the Eucharist. Picks and prongs might have been used to put communion bread into the wine.124 It is thought unlikely that such Eucharistic practices were commonly adopted by the orthodox Church in the West, although they can be identified in the East.125 As has already been mentioned, however, Painter's study of the Water Newton treasure indicates that this had been used in the mass that accompanied baptism.126 This particular hoard makes no direct reference to Bacchic ideas or images, and could have been assembled by a more orthodox Christian community. The implication, however, is that a fair proportion of the late antique plate found in Romano-British hoards had been used in church liturgy. In some cases the vessels and instruments designed for use in this supposed Eucharistic practice incorporated images that borrowed heavily from Bacchic, presumably Orphic, models. This evidence therefore lends support to the arguments built from the evidence of the mosaics.
Several individual finds provide supporting evidence for the diffusion of dualistic, although not necessarily Christian, ideas in Roman Britain. For instance, gemstones depicting Cupid burning a butterfly (Psyche) with a torch describe the torment of the spirit.127 An engagement with Orphism is also implied by a series of hairpins, dating from as early as the late first century, designed to show a hand holding pomegranates or eggs.128 It is difficult to know how much weight to attach to this sort of evidence, without knowing more about the context in which such objects were used. The earliest evidence we have for a more explicitly Christian element in the iconography dates to the fourth century. Indeed, most of the art described here was a product of the middle of that century. It appeared a generation or so after the Edict of Milan and the Council of Nicaea had respectively accommodated and regulated Christian worship. This was a period when the Roman state had not firmly allied itself to the orthodox cause, but when Christianity was rapidly becoming the ideology of power. At this time it was still possible for powerful patrons to affiliate themselves to a variety of different belief systems within the context of an ascendant Christianity. We can only speculate as to whether the more overt use of Christian references was the product of a new-found confidence in the outward display of long-established private religion, or represented a new syncretic development in which earlier soteriological movements incorporated novel arguments within evolving theologies.
The interpretations of the Romano-British iconography advanced here suggest an unusually explicit adoption of Bacchic-Orphic ideas by Christian worshippers. This is implied both by the mosaics at Frampton and Hinton St Mary, and by the composition of fourth-century silver hoards. This accommodation of pagan features was perhaps at the expense of Judaic ones.136 Frampton was also a long way away from the schools of Gnostic thought based at Antioch and Alexandria. If Gnostic teaching had inspired the mosaics described here, then these images offer an important new source of information about how such ideas were conceived and articulated in the Latin West.
The retrospective, eclectic, syncretic, and Hellenistic form of Orphic-Gnostic-Christianity suggested by the evidence implies that the ideas were not being developed as part of any challenge to the existing status quo but instead conformed to the existing beliefs and prejudices of a Romano-British dlite society.137 The emphasis that Gnostic ritual gave to knowledge and initiation served to protect, not challenge, the existing basis of social power. This was a mystery religion accessible only to educated classes with the leisure to engage in its arcane secrets. If the inscription at Thruxton is any guide, the villa-owning dlite retained a commanding role as the principal patrons and leading figures of the religious communities formed around such worship.
The repression.145 We have no sources for the political and religious history of Britain to tell us how widespread heresy might have been, or how vigorously it was punished. What is clear, however, is that the political circumstances had moved decisively against the kinds of worship implied by the evidence described here. Archaeological evidence illustrates a series of important changes in the period commencing around A.D. 370; some of these might possibly witness the effects of these political changes. In the first place the fashion for commissioning expensive mosaics illustrating mythological scenes came to a fairly abrupt end. This was accompanied by a series of radical changes in the nature of domestic architecture. Reception activities were differently configured -if not entirely dispensed with -at a series of villas.146 These architectural changes preceded the collapse of the Roman administration at the end of the fourth century and cannot simply be explained as a product of that event. In several instances mosaic pavements were built over or damaged, and in some instances carefully destroyed.147 It is important to note that in many cases the mosaics were not simply left to fall into disrepair but were positively made redundant as room functions were changed and floors destroyed. These architectural changes tell us that patterns of life had changed, and previously important ideas about social display had sometimes been abandoned.
Something of this nature might have happened at Frampton. The areas of damage recorded by Lysons do not seem irregular and random, but appear to have involved the selective destruction of certain figurative scenes.148 The elements removed from the floor included most of the cantharus that dominated the apse and four panels in the main room that might have contained aquatic scenes. This selective destruction might have been a consequence of the re-evaluation of the meaning of the images that were presented.
It is also possible that a series of features and objects associated with Christian baptism were decommissioned or destroyed at about this time. Several circular lead tanks decorated with Christian motifs were discarded and damaged in the course of the late fourth century.149 One of these tanks, found at Walesby, included a small figurative scene that Thomas has convincingly argued illustrates the baptism of a female initiate, or competens.150 It is therefore reasonable to conclude that these were portable fonts used for baptism, although there are different opinions on the exact nature of the ritual involved.151 Most of the tanks had been badly damaged prior to their burial in antiquity; some had been cut up into pieces, and several had been thrown into wells.
Petts has shown that this was part of a wider practice of votive deposition influenced by earlier tradition.152 What is not so clear is whether such deposits were associated with ongoing cultic 145 Sulpicius Severus, Hist. Sacra 1.2. A recent study of the possible archaeological sources for a study of Priscillianism in Spain by Bowes 2001 offers interesting parallels for the study of heretical belief in Britain. Bowes observes that 'two of the more prominent fears associated with Priscillianism were Christian practices in the countryside and unsupervised worship in the home'. The architecture of house-churches found on villa estates in Spain supports the idea that villa-churches maintained a considerable degree of autonomy from episcopal and parochial hierarchies. These churches were designed to meet the needs of both the patron and the wider rural community. practice, in which their burial was part of a ritual offering of adherence, or whether this was the respectful sacrifice and exorcism of objects that retained potency but were now ideologically redundant. One possibility is that in some instances cult items were cut up, mangled, or dismembered before burial not because they were being prepared for melting down or as an act of mindless vandalism, but because this was part of a traditional response to neutralising the magic of rejected gods. This better explains why these hoards were never recovered, and why their distribution is consistent with other forms of ritual deposition. A parallel can perhaps be drawn with the cult items associated with the temple of Mithras in London. These icons and treasures were ritually 'killed' and buried, some in watery contexts, when this building was converted to a different form of worship in the early fourth century.153
Another instance of the possible late fourth-century redundancy of an early fourth-century Christian baptistery might be represented by the evidence from the villa at Chedworth.154 A spring-fed octagonal basin set in an open-fronted building to one side of this villa had been decorated with Christian symbols, including the familiar chi-rho. Although this structure is usually described as a nymphaeum, the association is an assumed one, and the structure might alternatively, or subsequently, have served as a place of baptism. The octagonal basis was, however, dismantled in a late phase of the use of the villa.
There is, therefore, a body of evidence witnessing the late fourth-century decommissioning of features and finds associated with the Christianity of the middle part of the century. This is broadly contemporary with the more widespread evidence for the dereliction of some Romano-British villas. Explanatory frameworks have tended to see this as part of the more widespread political and military crisis attendant on the 'barbarian conspiracy' of A.D. 367, described by the historian Ammianus Marcellinus.155 This concerted barbarian attack, perhaps allied to unrest within the province, is supposed to have resulted in a near complete breakdown of social and political order in Britain, and provides a context that might arguably have contributed to an anti-Christian paganism. This is the argument of Frend who sees this as a turning-point in the fortunes of the province.156 He suggests that the longer-term effects of the disturbances undermined the development of the institutions of Christianity, and uses this thesis in order to account for the subsequent failure of Britain to preserve an episcopal Church.
An alternative model can now be proposed. If the Christianity adopted in some parts of Roman Britain had followed Gnostic rather than orthodox theology, then such practice is likely to have been suppressed in the period A.D. 370-390. Suppression would have involved the prevention of heretical baptism, might have involved the confiscation of properties used as places of Gnostic worship, and could eventually have led to the ritualised destruction and ceremonial burial of church plate.157 These hoards might have been buried for much the same reasons as the Nag Hammadi texts were buried in Egypt in the late fourth century.'15 I do not wish to suggest that we can somehow attribute all of Britain' s fourth-century woes to the social consequences of religious repression, but the possibility that this was one of the factors involved in the changes of the period deserves attention. It is also possible to speculate on the repercussions that such a dispute may 153 
